I agree with Thornhill et al. (1995) that it is worthwhile considering whether female orgasms might be adaptive. Their approach provides a constructive alternative to the hypothesis that orgasms occur in women because they were selected in men (Symons 1979; Gould 1995) . I am concerned, however, by the view that Thornhill et al. attribute to me when they write: '[Hrdy] has proposed that female orgasm is an atavistic trait in women, but is an adaptation in other primates . . .' (page 1612).
According to my American Heritage dictionary (1992), 'atavism' refers to the reappearance of a characteristic in an organism after several generations of absence, usually caused by the chance recombination of genes. I don't see how the term applies.
A long history of bias in some of what evolutionists have written about women, along with general misunderstanding on the part of feminists responding to them, have rendered this a politically charged realm. Not so long ago, for example, some scientists argued that 'the female skull approaches in many respects that of the infant, and still more that of the lower races . . .' (Allen 1869, page cciv). The concept of atavism was used to explain why 'Women preserve in the information of the head the earlier stage from which the race or tribe might be developed, or into which it has relapsed; hence is partly explained the fact, that inequality of the sexes increases with the progress of civilization . . .' (Allen 1869, page cciv). Painful experience makes me eager to correct misattributions, lest one mis-citation lead to more.
My interest in female orgasms derived from asking, why do female primates solicit and mate with multiple males? Possible benefits envisioned for females from successive matings included 'female choice, the cultivation of male investment, and inhibition of infanticide' (Hrdy 1979, page 34) . What I have actually proposed concerning female orgasms is as follows:
This peculiar psychophysiological reaction, or else something very like it, occurs in other primates. . . . Furthermore, recent research by Masters and Johnson and others renders absurd a basic premise of the pair-bond hypothesis (which until recently was the traditional view in Anthropology): the notion that the female orgasm evolved 'to make it easier for a female to be satisfied by one male'. Based on both clinical observations and interviews with women, there is a disconcerting mismatch between a female capable of multiple sequential orgasms and a male partner typically capable of one climax per copulatory bout. Furthermore, only a minority of women (on the order of 30%) typically experience orgasms from intercourse alone. Even for natural selection-rarely an agent of perfection-this level of response seems . . . substandard to warrant the claim that the orgasm is an adaptation for fostering pair bonds-though this is not to say that the orgasm, once it became part of the primate repertoire, might not subsequently be enlisted as an agent to promote pair bonding when social or environmental conditions are conducive to monogamy . . .
Those stressing the inefficiency of the female orgasm for cementing pair bonds have typically assumed that the females involved were mating with a single partner, and that climax should occur as the result of stimulation normally experienced. Indeed, in the experimental studies on this, the female was often caged with a single mate. Yet in the wild, these same chimpanzees, baboons, and macaques are mating sequentially with multiple partners, and stimulation from these encounters is cumulative. In the most 
